EARLY   GREEK    MEDICINE
" Incubation" or Temple Sleep
It is only a step from Apollo and the Delphic Oracle to
Aesculapius and the cult of "temple healing " associated with his
name.1 Apollo taught the healing art to Chiron, the gifted
centaur, who is sometimes regarded as the god of Surgery, and
Chiron in his turn instructed Jason, Achilles, and Aesculapius.2
Aesculapius (Asklepios) is a shadowy figure, who may have had
a human existence about 1250 B.C.3 At all events, it was at Delphi
that he performed miracles of healing, even restoring the dead
to life. So many patients did he cure that Pluto, the ruler of
the Underworld, fearing that the supply of souls might thereby
be decreased, appealed to the supreme god Zeus, who promptly
slew Aesculapius with a thunderbolt. Nevertheless, Aesculapius
reaped his posthumous reward, for he became a god and was
worshipped in hundreds of temples throughout Greece.4 Ruins
of these temples, or Asklepieia, may still be seen. One of the
most famous was at Epidaurus; there were others at Cos, Athens,
Pergamos, and many other places.
To the Asklepieia came many sick persons for the healing
ritual known as " incubation," or temple sleep.5 On arrival the
patient was expected to make a sacrificial offering, and to purify
himself by bathing. Then he lay down to sleep in the abaton^
a long colonnade open to the air at each side. During the night
Aesculapius appeared in a dream and gave advice, or in certain
cases performed an operation, and in the morning the patient
departed cured*
Snakes, of the harmless variety still found in Greece, assisted
in the treatment by licking the eyes or sores of the patient. The
significance of the serpent in medicine has never been satisfactorily
explained. It has been suggested that the snake was originally
kept to rid buildings of rats, and it was esteemed in Greece in
much the same fashion as the cat was in Egypt. Close to each
temple was the tkolos^ a small building consisting of two concentric
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